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Niemeyer: Oldsmar for Health, Wealth, Happiness

“OLDSMAR FOR HEALTH, WEALTH,
HAPPINESS”
by G LENN A. N IEMEYER
The Florida real estate boom of the mid-1920s brought unparalleled publicity to Florida. From Jacksonville to Key West city
streets were clogged with cars and trucks bearing northern license
plates. Swamps were drained and lots on “Venetian canals” were
offered for public sale at fantastic prices. Elaborate advertising
campaigns, boasting such names as William Jennings Bryan,
attempted to lure the Northerner away from snow and ice and
into the “Sunshine State.” According to Frederick Lewis Allen,
it was “the most delirious fever of real-estate speculation which
had attacked the United States in ninety years.” 1
In 1924 and 1925 the real estate mania reached its peak;
the whole of tropical Miami seemed to have become one “frenzied
real-estate exchange,” and throughout the state this scene was
repeated several times over. But the tide was short-lived; just
when deflation was inevitable, two West Indian hurricanes struck
Florida. The first hit the Gold Coast on September 19, 1926,
dashing the water from Biscayne Bay into Miami homes and
dampening the hopes and enthusiasm of buyer and promoter
alike. 2 However, by then fortunes had been made and lost in
land speculation. Some had purchased wisely, timed their investment perfectly, and profited handsomely; others had miscalculated, antedated popular frenzy, and lost considerable sums of
money. Ransom E. Olds, the successful manufacturer of the
Oldsmobile and Reo automobiles, was one of the latter.
Since the 1890s Olds had vacationed each year at his winter home in Daytona Beach. As an annual visitor he was impressed
with the gradual but marked growth of Florida and the possibilities offered by the state’s climate and soil. On several occasions
he had investigated tracts of land with a view towards buying
3
them as a speculative investment. While Olds’ interest in Florida
1. Frederick Lewis Allen, Only Yesterday (New York, 1944), 191-92.
2. William E. Leuchtenberg, The Perils of Prosperity, 1914-1932 (Chicago, 1958), 184.
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was primarily speculative, as evidenced by his earlier inquiries
into land investment, he envisioned the establishment of an
agricultural and industrial settlement which would attract people
of ordinary means. 4 On several occasions he had indicated his
desire to make life more comfortable for people with a modest
income, particularly those who worked for him. In this, Olds
was echoing the view of many American businessmen of the
time. They believed that with the cooperation and assistance of
the captains of industry, life for the common people could be
made more orderly, and the unrest generated by the organization of labor and the activities of radical groups could be seriously curtailed. For Ransom Olds, all of these objectives, speculative investment, social experimentation, and benevolent capitalism
would be combined into one venture, his design for a planned
community in Florida.
Olds acquired the site for his projected community in 1916
through an exchange of property. Richard G. Peters, who owned
37,541 acres of undeveloped land on Tampa Bay, proposed to
trade his property to Olds for cash and for an apartment building in Chicago. After some negotiation, Olds, on December 17,
1915, notified Peters that pending a trip South to investigate
the land, he was offering $75,000 in bonds; $200,000 in cash,
and the apartment building valued at $125,000 in exchange for
the Florida acreage. 5 His offer was accepted ten days later, and
by March 1916 final arrangements for acquisition of the property had been concluded. 6
To Olds, the Peters’ property seemed to be an ideal location
for his anticipated settlement. Located in Hillsborough and
Pinellas counties, it was proximate to the west coast towns of
Tampa, Clearwater, St. Petersburg, and Tarpon Springs and was
located on the Tampa and Gulf Coast division of the Seaboard
Air Line Railway System. Besides the advantages it had for
cattle, dairy, and general farming, the pine lumber and timber
resources on the property were thought sufficient to make it a safe
3. J. H. Thompson to W. S. Vincent, December 21, 1912, Ransom E.
Olds Papers, Michigan State University Museum, East Lansing, Michigan.
4. Interview with Bernice Olds Roe, daughter of Olds, February 9, 1962.
5. Ransom E. Olds to Michigan Trust Co., December 17, 1915, Olds
Papers.
6. J. H. Thompson to KIeinhans, Kappen & Uhls, March 3, 1916, ibid.
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investment and an opportunity for large profits, particularly at
the low price of approximately $10.65 per acre. When asked by
Douglas F. Conley, Olds’ agent, for his opinion of the site, A. C.
Clewis, president of the First Savings and Trust Company of
Tampa, offered the following appraisal: “It has great advantages
over any other large tract in this State, because of its water
frontage on Old Tampa Bay, the hard surface County Roads
and railroads through it, and the fact that on the West, North
and East sides are settled and rapidly developing property. In
my opinion, these lands will for many years continue to rapidly
enhance in value and the purchaser should reap very large and
satisfactory profits from his investment, when its resources and
possibilities are developed.” 7
Only a month after acquiring the tract, Olds formed the
administrative machinery to handle its development. The Reo
Farms Company, a name soon changed to Reolds Farms Company, was organized in April 1916, and capitalized at $1,000,000. Olds became board chairman, and Fred E. Cook of Glass,
Cook, and Atkinson, a general insurance and real estate firm in
Detroit, was named president. The other officers were S. S. Glass,
vice president; E. T. Larson, secretary; Charles E. Ecker, Olds’
private secretary and counselor, treasurer; and William E. Balles,
sales manager. Reolds-On-The-Bay was the first name chosen
for the community, but it was then changed to Oldsmar. 8
Plans for the new town were drafted by architects and city
designers, and workmen were hired to construct a luxurious
hotel with private bathing beach, boat houses, and gardens. Dock
facilities were built along ten miles of waterfront, while “choice
bungalow sites,” selling for $1,000 to $1,500, occupied the rest
of the land facing Old Tampa Bay. “Town lots” could be purchased, varying from $500 to $2,000 depending on size and
location. Contractual terms were set at fifteen percent down,
ten percent to be paid on the balance each year, and the mortgage to carry six percent interest. There was also a bank, post
office, electric light plant, saw mill, artificial ice factory, garage,
railroad depot and freight house, churches, schools, and stores.
Communal improvements included street lights, telephones, a
7. A. C. Clewis to D. F. Conley, December 13, 1915, ibid.
8. “Oldsmar for Health, Wealth, Happiness,” Reolds Farms Co., Automotive History Collection, Detroit Public Library.
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waterworks system, and transportation facilities. Sidewalks and
curving drives, bordered by rows of palms and flowering oleanders,
were laid out, and several hundred acres were set aside for
golf courses and recreation areas. 9
Tracts, usually twenty or forty acres in size and suitable for
farming, fruit-growing, and cattle and poultry raising, were laid
out beyond the residential area for a community of “little farm
dwellers.” Prices were established according to the following
schedule: wild lands satisfactory for fruit or vegetable farming,
$25.00 per acre; uncleared farm lands adjacent to the town,
$50.00 per acre; uncleared farm lands fronting on the TampaOldsmar-Clearwater highway, $75.00 to $100 per acre; uncleared properties fronting on the shore of Old Tampa Bay, $100
to $300 per acre; and uncleared properties opposite the Seaboard Air Line Railroad station, $300 per acre. The company
would clear any piece of land and prepare it for cultivation,
build a residence and other buildings to meet the wishes of each
purchaser, build fences and dig ditches, drill a well, furnish
machinery, and supply livestock from Elbamar Farms, Olds’ ranch
near Grosse Ile, Michigan. The cost of clearing land ranged from
$30.00 to $50.00 per acre, and an average forty acre tract
could be cleared and equipped with new buildings for approximately $7,000. Payment could be made on terms; the first
installment was twenty-five percent of the total contract, with
ten percent to be paid each year on the balance which carried
an interest rate of six percent per annum. 10
“On forty acres properly handled,” the company advertised,
“a man should be able to make better than $3,000 a year with
less work and worry than in the North on 120 acres.” To prove
the truth of their claims and to demonstrate agricultural possibilities, the company built a model farm. It included a large herd
of cattle, some blooded bulls, horses, mules, swine, tractors,
farm machinery, and agricultural implements. Experimental
plots were planted with Irish potatoes, turnips, cabbages, rutabagas,
lettuce, beets, celery, and citrus fruits to determine yield. “It is
hard to see,” the literature stated, “how anyone can fail to
make money at Oldsmar if he is an earnest worker and attends
9. New York Herald, April 1, 1917, clipping, Olds Papers.
10. “Instructions to Agents,” Reolds Farms Co., ibid.
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to business.” Company cooperation would come in the form of
a creamery, packing house, and stock yards. 11 “Oldsmar for
Health, Wealth, Happiness” was the company’s favorite caption
in their broadsides, and in planning the town, none of the three,
seemingly, was neglected.
An extensive publicity campaign aimed at enticing Northerners
was initiated after the essential work had been completed. Advertisements describing Oldsmar as a “veritable garden spot for all
kinds of fruits and vegetables” were placed in Detroit and other
Michigan newspapers, and a network of agents, each with his
own territory, was organized. Brochures were mailed upon request
to persons planning a trip to Florida; special excursion trains
with through Pullmans were chartered from Detroit to Oldsmar
for anyone interested in purchasing a farm site or a lot. Commenting on the first year of operations, Fred Cook wrote: “The
Reolds Farms Co. and its customers have spent and are spending
large amounts of money to help make Oldsmar a popular winter resort, as well as a prosperous farming and fruit-growing
center. As a result, Oldsmar is making more progress in one
year, than some other places make in ten. The right kind of
people are going there, that’s why.” 12
Providing work for the residents was important to the success
of Oldsmar. Some attention had been given to this matter by Olds
when he planned to establish a saw mill, planing mill, tannery,
13
Another opportunity to bring industry to
and brush factory.
Oldsmar was presented to him in December 1916. Henry and
John Kardell, agents for the Reo automobile in St. Louis,
had perfected a small tractor which they wanted to market, and
they approached Olds with the idea of accepting the presidency
of a $1,500,000 corporation they intended to organize. Olds
informed them of his interest but said that he would be unwilling to become an officer unless they would establish their plant
at Oldsmar. The advantages of this location were several: its
proximity to Alabama, one of the largest iron-producing states;
money could be saved in heating costs; and there was the oppor11. “Oldsmar for Health, Wealth, Happiness,” Reolds Farms Co. Automotive History Collection, Detroit Public Library.
12. Fred L. Cook, “Florida Is Attracting Thousands of People from Michigan Cities,” newspaper and date unknown, Olds Papers.
13. Victor Sellers, “Oldsmar, Florida,” Chamber of Commerce, Oldsmar,
Florida, in the possession of the author.
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tunity to use the tractors every day, “while at a northern point
they would be froze up six months of the year.” Olds also
“called their attention to the labor situation, ordinarily labor
down there can be had for about $1.65 per day as against $3.00
per day in the North.” The Kardells were interested, and
agreed to go “to Tampa in the near future and look the situation over.” 14 They were evidently impressed with what they saw,
and after several delays, they came to Olds in October 1917,
with the offer to locate at Oldsmar if he would take a “fair sized
interest with them.” 15 Their proposal was accepted and Fred Cook
was sent to St. Louis where final arrangements were made for
the move of Kardell Tractor and Truck Company to Oldsmar.
A plot of ground was reserved for the plant, and construction
of the factory buildings was started. One newspaper commented
on the move: “This is really an innovation for the state of
Florida and may be the beginning of a new era for that state,
putting it in the manufacturing column.” 16
Olds was anxious for the tractor company to locate in
Oldsmar because of the difficulty he was having clearing out the
pine stumps and scrub or saw palmetto; he hoped the company
would help him solve this problem. Stumps and troublesome roots
had been removed by hand, but this method was slow and expensive. In 1915, W. S. Vincent, owner of the Pensacola Seed
and Nursery Company, had invented a power stump puller
which he wanted to manufacture, and he had turned to Olds for
financial assistance. 17 Olds found that Vincent simply had a
“hoisting device on wheels,” and that there was nothing very
new about his invention. 18 Olds, however, utilized Vincent’s idea,
and less than six months after the tractor company had located in
Oldsmar, he announced that he had a gigantic machine that
would pick out the “big stumps as though they were bushes” and
pile them up in “great windrows to be burned.” Further soil preparation was done by a “wheel root thresher” that Olds had invented and patented. This machine could pick up about twelve
inches of top soil, elevate and screen it free from small roots,
14. Olds to H. J. Person, December 20, 1916, Olds Papers.
15. Olds to F. L. Cook, October 17, 1917, ibid.
16. “T r u c k P l a n t I s M o v i n g t o O l d s ’ F l o r i d a T o w n , ” n e w s p a p e r a n d
date unknown, clipping, ibid.
17. W. S. Vincent to Olds, October 16, 1915, ibid.
18. Olds to Vincent, October 19, 1915, ibid.
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sift it, and then drop the soil ready for planting. Olds planned
to manufacture the two machines as soon as experimental tests
were completed. Some urgency was attached to this ambition;
Olds realized the success of his community depended on the
attraction of residents. If he was unable to provide work,
eider in manufacturing or farming, the community would suffer.
Thus, the tractor company held the key to the future of Oldsmar.
Olds knew that to establish an agricultural-industrial colony and
to realize a profit from his investment, the land needed to be
cleared and work had to be provided.
When the United States entered World War I in 1917,
Olds saw an opportunity to stimulate Oldsmar through publicity.
Couching his intentions in patriotic terms, he announced in
March 1918 that he was “bending his efforts” toward clearing
land quickly and extensively since he thought the world might
be “threatened with famine”: “I am doing all in my power to
get out 37,000 acres of land around Oldsmar under cultivation
as soon as possible, in order to do my bit. I can see no reason
why Florida should fail to be the garden spot of the future. It
has the climate to produce three or more crops a year on plenty
of good land, and Florida should be able to yield food enough
to supply many of the northern states as well as some of the
foreign countries, and thus help to win the war.” 19
There is little evidence to dispute the sincerity of Olds’ statement other than the record of his past activities and the stated
purposes for initiating the development of Oldsmar. For Olds, this
was a business venture with a tinge of social experimentation.
Like all of his financial interests, it was measured on the same
scale-the ledger sheet-and from all indications the debit
column exceeded the credits in the Oldsmar account.
From its inception Oldsmar was anything but promising. Olds’
correspondence reveals no mention of even moderate growth, much
less spectacular progress. Despite the money that was pumped
into land clearance, site development, and general construction,
progress lagged and the number of people who moved to Oldsmar fell far below expectations. Olds’ letters to his manager,
Harry J. Person, disclose his increasing concern for trivia and
his irritation with Person’s direction, all of which suggests an
accumulation of problems.
19. Tampa Daily Times, March 2, 1918, clipping, ibid.
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Communications between Olds and government officials during the spring of 1917, a year after operations had begun,
reflected his growing awareness that the Oldsmar enterprise
would need a stronger stimulus if it were to succeed. On April
23, 1917, seventeen clays after the United States declared war
on Germany, Olds addressed a telegram to President Wilson:
Having been solicited by a shipbuilding concern for a location on
my lands on the North Shore of Old Tampa Bay, Florida, and
having refused to sell nearby timber to parties claiming to be
agents of a foreign government, the thought came that at this
time our government might desire this for a navy yard. If such a
thing is feasible and the government will agree to establish a
navy yard there, I will be pleased to donate the land for the
yard and the timber on ten thousand acres of virgin Florida
forest for use in connection with Government shipbuilding at
this yard. 20

The President thanked Olds for his “generous and patriotic
offer” and referred the matter to the secretary of the navy. 21
When little encouragement was received from this quarter, Olds
turned next to Howard E. Coffin, a former Olds employee who
had helped form the Hudson Motor Car Company. Coffin, now
with the Council of National Defense, referred Olds’ offer to the
Emergency Fleet Corporation of the United States Shipping
Board. The assistant general manager of the board, F. A. Evstis,
informed Olds that the government had authorized construction
of as many wooden cargo-carrying vessels as possible in the near
future: “The need for these ships is very great. I feel that if we
should fail to get the ships we should pretty certainly have to
fight Germany alone.” In the same letter he disclosed that
his commission was not erecting government shipbuilding yards;
they planned to award contracts only to established private firms. 22
Following this response, Olds received a communication
from the navy department in answer to his request for an inspection of the Oldsmar site. Olds did not want to commit himself
to his original offer unless he had some assurance that contracts
would go to shipbuilding concerns that might be established
on his property. 2 3 Rear Admiral J. M. Helm, in his letter of
20.
21.
22.
23.

Olds to Woodrow Wilson, telegram, April 23, 1917, ibid.
J. P. Bennets to Olds, April 26, 1917, ibid.
F. A. Evstis to Olds, April 29, 1917, ibid.
Olds to navy department, April 25, 1917, ibid.
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April 30, stated that “owing to urgent additional duties assigned
to members of this Commission, it is not possible to foresee when
it can inspect sites in the vicinity of Tampa.” He advised Olds
to foreward a map of the land and any available information
concerning it, 24 and Olds agreed to have the blueprints of a
navy yard site made. 25
On the same date of his communication to the navy department, May 4, Olds again wrote to the shipping board, noting
that he had invited the New York Yacht, Launch & Engine Company, a firm from which in the past he had purchased pleasure
craft, to move their plant to Oldsmar. He stated also that “another
Company is planning on organizing in the near future” and might
“establish themselves near Tampa.” On the basis of these possibilities, he queried, “Am I to understand that you are in a position to award contracts to reputable shipbuilding concerns that
might establish themselves on this property?” 26 On May 8, the
shipping board advised Olds that specifications for the “proposed
wooden fleet” were still unfinished and they were uncertain
when their plans would be completed. 27 Faced with this indecision, Olds terminated his attempts to obtain a shipyard for the
Oldsmar area. From the outset his proposal at best was a speculative one. His offer to the New York Yacht, Launch & Engine
Company was unrealistic and premature, while his plans for a
new shipbuilding concern to establish itself were apparent only
on paper. Never did his negotiations proceed beyond the point
of talk.
Certainly Olds had expected some advantage to accrue from
this shipyard scheme. A naval yard or a shipbuilding firm in the
area would have enhanced the growth of Oldsmar through the
development of industry, attraction of residents, and general
economic stimulation. But this did not materialize. Neither did
his hopes for the tractor company, which had produced only
2,000 machines in eight years of a less-than-satisfactory operation. Olds then attempted to salvage what remained of his elusive
opportunity. He erected a foundry and machine shop, while at
the same time completing his earlier plans for a planing mill,
24. J. M. Helm to Olds, April 30, 1917, ibid.
25. C. E. Ecker to Helm, May 4, 1917, ibid.
26. Olds to United States Shipping Board, May 4 , 1917, ibid.
27. Evstis to Olds, May 8, 1917, ibid.
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tannery, and brush factory. He constructed a thirty-room hotel
with shops, the Wayside Inn; invested $100,000 in a wildcat
oil well; and announced a gift of five dollars to each resident
child who would use the money to start a bank account. 28 These
improvements and further investments, however, failed to give the
sick town the boost it needed. By 1923 Olds had poured
$4,500,000 into the community, but, in spite of his endeavors,
Oldsmar failed to yield the profits he had hoped for and had been
assured were possible. Probably he was misguided, and most
certainly his undertaking was ill-timed. The Florida real estate
frenzy was still in its infancy, and only the maturity of the 1920s
would bring to others the profits he had envisioned. For that
error of judgment Olds was to pay handsomely.
Disillusioned by the failure of his town, which in 1923 had
an approximate population of only 200 inhabitants, 29 Olds
began to dispose of his interests during the business slump of
the early 1920s. The first deal that he made was to trade the
almost finished Oldsmar race track for the far-from-complete
Fort Harrison Hotel in Clearwater. 30 In 1923 he exchanged the
unsold platted portions of Oldsmar and a “large amount of cash”
for the Bellerive Hotel in Kansas City, which had cost $2,500,000
to erect. 31 The last of his holdings, the tractor company, which
included six acres of property, railroad siding, and “other facilities,” was finally sold early in 1926 for $100,000. 32
For Olds the entire Oldsmar venture was a disappointment.
His dream of an agricultural-industrial workmen’s colony failed
to materialize because it lacked a sense of realism. Few employed
people either wanted or could afford to give up their security
for an uncertain future. During World War I and the difficult
recession period which followed, this was especially true. Only
when the land boom of the middle twenties occurred did Florida
experience the prosperity and development he had anticipated.
Olds foresaw the economic possibilities of land promotion in the
28.
29.

Sellers, “Oldsmar, Florida.”
Federal Writers’ Project, Florida, A Guide to the Southernmost State
(New York, 1944), 521.
30. Clearwater Sun, July 14, 1957, clipping, Olds Collection, R. E. Olds
Co., Lansing, Michigan.
31. Automobile Topics, LXVIII (January 27, 1923), 110.
32. Ibid., LXXXI (April 17, 1926), 895.
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state, but he erred in his timing. The result of that miscalculation
was an accumulated net loss estimated at $3,000,000. 33
The same air of misfortune that characterized Olds’ efforts
has clouded the later history of Oldsmar. The next person to take
an interest in developing the town was Harry E. Prettyman, an
energetic St. Louis promoter, who constructed a yacht basin, a
1,000-foot pier which jutted out into Old Tampa Bay, and a
casino which housed the Chamber of Commerce, a dance hall,
showers, club rooms, and an auditorium. Prospective buyers by
the bus load were brought to Oldsmar and were entertained at
barbecues eaten amid oriental surroundings. 34 The land boom
which had been gaining momentum for several years became sensational in 1924, and quick profits were readily realized from
rapid sales. But all of this was short-lived. The crash of 1926
that caused Florida real estate values to collapse took its toll in
Oldsmar. The bright specter of a rising economy turned out to
be nothing more than a falling comet, and once more Oldsmar
sank into the doldrums of an earlier period. There it has remained.
A city of some 1,500 residents today [1967], its single attraction and revenue source is the race track, Florida Downs, formerly
Sunshine Park. 35
Since its beginning, a lack of foresight and initiative, caused
more recently by factionalism, has hindered the progress of Oldsmar. Civic indebtedness which has lingered from the depression
of the 1930s, the failure of plans for an industrial park, and the
potential surrender of its city franchise to return to unincorporated status, are only a few examples of current problems. 36
Burdened by internal obstacles, Oldsmar, then and now, has
been unable to rise above them. This, along with its name, is the
legacy left by Olds.

33. Interview with Mrs. Gladys Olds Anderson, daughter of Olds, February 8, 1962.
34. Sellers, “Oldsmar, Florida.”
3 5 . Tampa Tribune, August 23, 24, 25, 1966.
36. Ibid.

Published by STARS, 1967

11

